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Abstract
Business-IT alignment (BITA) has been recognised as an essential but challenging endeavour
for researchers and practitioners. In fact, BITA has become even more challenging when organisations articulate and implement the necessary changes—strategic, tactical and operational
planning, and structural and cultural adaptations—for a successful digital transformation. To
reveal BITA’s and the related factors that are important for digital transformation, a systematic
literature review of studies published between the years 2016 and 2020 were conducted. The
results confirm that BITA improves the value derived from IT and digital technologies, enables
organisational agility, and the integration of new digital technologies. Moreover, the study has
identified the organisational and managerial factors that are BITA related and are essential for
digital transformation—organisational structure, organisational culture, external domain alignment, and leadership skills. Finally, the study provides a future research agenda as well as the
implications for research and practice.
Keywords: Business-IT Alignment, Digital Transformation, Organisational and Managerial
Factors, Systematic Literature Review.

1. Introduction
Nowadays, strategic and competitive information and digital technology uses are of paramount
importance for today’s organisations, making business-IT alignment crucial. Business-IT alignment (BITA), defined as “applying information technology in an appropriate and timely way,
in harmony with business strategies, goals and needs” [39, p. 69), has garnered the attention
of many researchers. The continued interest among researchers in BITA studies comes as no
surprise since the findings of prior studies confirm a significant relationship between BITA and
organisational performance [36], [40]. Besides, in surveys conducted among IT executives,
BITA is still ranked as one of the top ten most important IT management issues for many years
in a row [27].
Many organisations seek to grow their direct investments in digital technologies and go
through a digital transformation that provides them with opportunities for value creation such as
new products and services, automatisation of work processes, and development of new business
models [68]. Digital transformation refers to “the IT-enabled change in organisations through
the digitalisation of products, services, core processes, customer touchpoints and business models” [16, p.3]. In organisations that succeed in their digital transformation endeavours, IT plays
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critical roles (from technical and organisational perspectives) [11]. According to Westerman
et al. [74, p.12.], “Digital transformation is about re-defining big parts of the business, and IT
is essential in doing it”. Besides, digital transformation is a significant development that has
implication for organisations, industries and society at large. At the organisations level, digital transformation has brought many possibilities as well as challenges. For instance, studies
[17,18], [26], [42] indicate that, even though digital transformation improves operational performance and competitive advantage, leaders are faced with the complex puzzle of articulating
effective strategies and organisational changes required to realise the benefits. In line with the
new digital transformation trend, Information Systems (IS) researchers call for a paradigmatic
shift to meet the IT management challenges that are brought to the fore. Notably, the issue of
BITA and how today’s organisations should pursue it has been one of the topics of discussions
in recent IS studies [18], [26], [42]. As the pace of technological change is increasing over
the years, anticipating appropriate changes related to strategic, tactical and operational planning
as well as structural and cultural adaptations to realise the anticipated results of digital transformation have proven to be challenging [15], [17], [26]. Yet, BITA is one of the essential
prerequisites to successful digital transformation [12], [76] making it even more important than
before [24], [35]. According to Heilig et al. [17] and Vial [67], finding the right fit between new
digital technologies and organisational adaptations gets complex as organisations climb to the
next generation of digital transformation. Thus, it is time to revisit the factors that are relevant
to achieve and maintain BITA to drive the digital transformation initiatives [12], [17], [26], [28],
[66,67], [76]. Therefore, there is a need to identify the organisational and managerial factors
related to BITA that are important for digital transformation and find BITA’s role in organisations embarking on digital transformation. To further our understanding of BITA in the context
of digital transformation and identify the new challenges for research and practice, and suggest
new propositions for future research, this paper presents the result of a systematic literature
review.
To meet the objectives of this study, the following research questions were formulated.
RQ1: What is business-IT alignment’s role in organisations embarking on a digital transformation journey?
RQ2: Which organisational and managerial factors related to business-IT alignment are
important for digital transformation?
The remainder of this paper presents the research background, research methodology, results and analysis of the literature review according to the two research questions posited, and
propositions for future research. Finally, the conclusion summarises the findings of the literature
review and the implications for research and practice, together with the limitations of this study.

2. Research Background
Digital transformation has become a fundamental requirement in many organisations and an
important IT management concern [27]. As organisations pass through phases of digital transformation (localised exploitation, internal integration, business process redesign, business network redesign, and business scope redefinition) [17] continuous changes are inevitable [19],
[33], [41], [51], [54]. These changes, in turn, have become a formidable management task. According to Vial [67], tapping opportunities enabled by emerging digital technologies (big data,
analytics, cloud services, mobile and social media platforms) as well as constantly adjusting organisational configurations in response to changing business landscape, calls for a well-managed
bi-directional relationship between IT and the rest of the organisation, also referred to as BITA
[12], [15], [17], [21], [26], [76,77]. However, prior studies seem to fall short of recognising
the current dynamic environment and its influence on BITA while encouraging organisations
to strive for the ‘right’ arrangements where strategic, operational, and tactical plans are formu-
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lated and implemented to reach BITA. This presupposition where BITA is mainly considered a
management issue that may be planned ‘orderly’ and sustained has been labelled outdated [48].
Even though achieving and maintaining BITA has never been easy since the proliferation of
IT, the current business environment demands have made BITA more challenging. Yeow et al.
[76] attribute this development to the rapid internal (organisational) and external environmental
changes that organisations need to navigate through. Among these changes triggered by environmental dynamism is the digital transformation that many firms are undertaking. However,
the critical role of BITA in digital transformation has been acknowledged in prior studies [12],
[76]. According to Nkoyock and Spiker [47], the success of organisations’ digital transformation endeavour is contingent upon how well the business and IT strategies are aligned.

3. Research Methodology
A systematic literature review, a structured and rigorous method of gathering, categorising and
analysing extant literature [73], was adopted for this research. Systematic literature reviews
provide an overview of the current knowledge on a phenomenon and reveal a gap in the literature
and potential future research opportunities [50]. To address the two research questions, this
research has focused on relevant studies to explain BITA’s role and the related organisational and
managerial factors that are important for digital transformation. The literature search procedures
and the method of analysis of the collected articles are presented below.
A targeted search was conducted for peer-reviewed articles published in journals and conference proceedings in the IS and related domains, to cover the breadth of literature on BITA
and digital transformation. First, four databases known to index the eight IS Senior Scholars’
basket of journals—ACM Digital library, AIS e-library, IEEEXplore, and SpringerLink—were
searched. According to Karpovsky and Galliers [28], BITA is studied in the IS and cognate research domains. Previous literature reviews have also identified relevant literature published in
such research areas as management, business and organisational studies. Thus, two databases—
Emerald, Science Direct, and EbscoHost—were searched to capture studies published in these
disciplines. In addition to reputable journals, databases indexing premier conference proceedings were also searched. The Australian Computer Research and Education conference portal
(CORE) was consulted to identify the list of conference proceedings with ‘A’ ranking. Accordingly, the proceedings of premier IS conferences—AMCIS, ECIS, HICCS, ICIS, and PACIS—
were targeted and searched to identify relevant articles for the review. Moreover, the International Journal of IT/Business Alignment and Governance was also included in the initial literature search as it used to publish articles on BITA and related topics.
Since the phenomenon was introduced in the IS literature, BITA has been conceptualised
and defined in various ways [28]. Thus, the use of a combination of different variations of
keywords was deemed necessary. The search was carried out using combinations of the following keywords in the titles, abstracts, and author provided keywords: “IT business”, “IS business”, “IT”, “IS”, “strategic”, “information technology”, “information systems”, “IT strategy”,
“digital strategy”, “business strategy”, “information technology strategy”, “information systems
strategy” and “alignment” or “fit” or “harmony” or “linkage” or “congruence” and “digital transformation” and “digitalisation” or “digitalization” or “digital business transformation”.
The literature search was limited to the years 2016 to 2020 representing a time in which
digital transformation has constantly increased in importance for IT leaders and become one
of the top five IT management concerns [27]. The final list of articles selected for the review
also contains studies identified through backward- and forward search [50]. To appraise the
final list of articles for the review, the following exclusion criteria were used: articles published
in languages other than English, studies that are not peer-reviewed, incomplete articles, book
chapters, research-in-progress articles, and duplicate articles previously published as a researchin-progress article. Complete, peer-reviewed articles published from 2016 to 2020, focusing on
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BITA and digital transformation, are included in the literature review. The search for relevant
articles resulted in the identification of 62 articles published in 26 journals and 20 conference
proceedings. The studies included in the review are marked with * in the list of references. Fig.
1 depicts the literature search and appraisal procedure based on the Preferred Reporting Items
for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analysis (PRISMA) [43].

Fig. 1. The literature search and selection process.

To answer the two research questions, we carefully read the full text of the final list of studies
and extracted relevant data. Accordingly, publication type (journal or conference proceedings),
authors, research approaches, main research topics, research questions/hypotheses/objectives,
findings, as well conclusions and future research propositions were extracted and coded. The
concept-centric data analysis of Webster and Watson [73] has guided the structure of the synthesis and presentation of our findings.

4. Results and Discussions
Based on our research questions, the literature review results are discussed and presented in two
broad categories. Opportunities for future research are also presented based on our analysis of
the studies identified for the review.

4.1.

Business-IT Alignment’s Role in Digital Transformation

The debate surrounding digital transformation continues to engage academics and practitioners
as well as policymakers [17], [67]. The result of our review reveals three important roles of
BITA that makes it indispensable for digital transformation, as briefly discussed below.
Improving the value derived from IT and digital technologies: Digital transformation
calls for the application of pervasive digital technologies (e.g., Internet of things, cyber-physical
systems) to improve the delivery of products and services [5], [42], [44,45]. Thus, using new
tools and methods to exploit data (e.g., using business analytics and machine learning) is considered the important advantage of digital transformation in the fast-paced business environment.
However, improving the value derived from IT requires making the necessary arrangements
to facilitate the utilisation of new digital technologies according to organisations’ objectives.
Prior studies show that aligning the business and IT strategies improves the value of investments
during digital transformation. The argument is that BITA helps organisations to appropriately
manage their IT resources in accordance with the current and anticipated organisational settings
[24], [57], [77]. Organisations that have succeeded to achieve BITA consider digital transformation as a phenomenon influenced by such organisational factors as organisational structure [17],
[21], [32], [35], [49], [56], organisational politics [55]), social value [62], network management
[29], decision-making arrangements [15], [23] and organisational culture [12], [21], [57].
Enabling organisational agility: Heilig et al. [17] and Vial [67] argue that finding the
right fit between new digital technologies and organisational adaptations gets complex as organisations climb to the next generation of digital transformation. However, studies indicate that
BITA plays an important role by facilitating organisational agility as it drives the digital transformation initiatives [12], [17], [23], [26], [28], [66], [76,77]. When organisations pass through
phases of digital transformation (localised exploitation, internal integration, business process
redesign, business network redesign, and business scope redefinition) [17], continuous changes
are inevitable [19], [33], [41], [51], [54]. These changes, in turn, have become a formidable
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management task as they require organisations to be agile. According to Vial [67], tapping
opportunities enabled by emerging digital technologies (big data, analytics, cloud services, mobile and social media platforms) as well as constantly adjusting organisational configurations
in response to changing business landscape, calls for a well-managed bi-directional relationship
between IT and the rest of the organisation, also referred to as BITA [12], [15], [17], [21], [26],
[76,77].
Enabling the integration of digital technologies: One of the challenges for many organisations undertaking a digital transformation is introducing new digital technologies into their
business processes. Integrating these technologies with the current operational and strategic
model [17] is a daunting task, given the changes and adaptations required. The significance of
BITA for the integration of new digital technologies [28], [54], [56], [79] is recognised in the
extant literature. At the strategic level, aligning the IT and overall business strategies makes it
possible for organisations to anticipate the current and future IT needs and the necessary organisational adjustments [28]. The fusion of the IT and business strategies into what is referred to as
digital strategies [26] is also invaluable to create a common language that could be understood
by the IT and the remaining units [42], [53,54], [76]. On the other hand, our review confirms
the necessary paradigmatic shift in terms of configuring the various organisational as well as
external factors to achieve BITA in the current digital transformation era [45], [58]. We identified four organisational and managerial factors influencing BITA during digital transformation,
which are presented in the next section.

4.2.

Organisational and Managerial Factors Related to BITA that are Important for
Digital Transformation

Prior studies seem to fall short of recognising the current dynamic environment and its influence
on BITA, while encouraging organisations to strive for the ‘right’ arrangements where strategic, operational as well as tactical plans are formulated and implemented to reach BITA. This
presupposition where BITA is mainly considered as a management issue that may be planned
‘orderly’ and sustained, has been labelled as outdated [48]. According to Heilig et al. [17] and
Vial [67], finding the right fit between new digital technologies and the organisational adaptations gets complex as organisations climb to the next generation of digital transformation. The
next section discusses the four themes revealing the most important organisational and managerial factors related to BITA during digital transformation.
Organisational structure: Digital transformation is a function of well-articulated and executed strategy involving the participation of leaders and the remaining employees. As the
research indicates [1,2], [5], [12,13], [60,61], [76], the effective digital strategies call for a
structure that facilitates knowledge sharing, skills development, effective decision making, and
overall communication between IT and the remaining units. Organisations that have reached
BITA will have an appropriate structure that makes these interactions possible. However, as
today’s organisations grow in size and complexity, leaders are faced with designing a reconfigurable and adaptive organisational structure [49], [51], [66], [77]. The success of these efforts to
design appropriate structure determines whether organisations could achieve BITA while they
go through their transformation initiatives [17], [21], [24], [32], [35], [49], [56], [77]. Results
of BITA studies confirm organisational structure’s importance and the relation it has with other
organisational factors. For instance, the decision-making arrangements related to the business
and IT strategies are affected by organisational structure, which is also reflected on the value
created from investments in new digital technologies [4], [15], [69].
Organisational culture: There is a consensus among scholars that organisational culture
contributes to a formation of favourable mindset among leaders and employees to embrace
change [12], [21], [24], [57]. Organisations with culture recognising IT as a driver of the overall
business strategy are likely to exhibit a relational leadership where the business and IT units
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consider themselves as partners [8], [34], [61], [70]. Besides, managing organisational change
is a challenging task that requires leadership skills which can mobilise the whole organisation.
Thus, recent BITA studies found that organisational culture that encourages conversational competencies and emotional intelligence is invaluable [10], [45]. Moreover, leaders of organisations
with mature BITA positions are known for promoting an organisational culture which rewards
employees with digital affinity, and digital commitment [5], [34], [70]. Such favourable organisational cultures encourage employees and leaders to engage in entrepreneurial behaviour that
fosters flexibility and taking responsibility for digital transformation [21], [37], [44], [63].
External domain alignment: In addition to the internal organisational factors that influence BITA with the context of digital transformation discussed above, researchers argue that
due consideration needs to be given to the external factors too. Since digital transformation
involves the application of new technologies and making adaptations in response to the outside
world, leaders need to be vigilant of what Schmidt called ‘external domains of alignment’ [56].
Even though both business and IT-related environmental factors collectively form the external
environmental factors, Avila et al. [4] and Schmidt et al. [56] argue that prior studies focused on exploring emerging technologies. According to the authors, the success of the digital
transformation is realised only when technologies are applied and adopted in collaboration with
external actors (related organisations) and customers. Laszlo et al. [35] also argue that BITA has
become challenging without a holistic approach incorporating the constantly changing complex
ecosystems of technology, regulations, and legislation. Our analysis indicates that organisations preoccupied with internal organisational factors overlooking the emerging technologies
and market landscape are likely to miss the opportunities that digital transformation brings [29],
[41], [75]. In addition, such organisations are least likely to exhibit flexible infrastructure and
organisational agility [18], [20], [25], [38], [51], [66], [78].
Leadership skills: To succeed in their attempt to align their IT and business strategies
during digital transformation, leaders are expected to possess multiple sets of skills related to
the management of emerging technologies and the needs of today’s organisations. For instance,
the embeddedness of digital technologies with all aspects of organisations has brought up a
challenge of safeguarding the integrity of IS resources. This has turned the issue of privacy
and information security into one of the strategic issues that has implication for the success of
the digital transformation. Thus, awareness of IT security and information governance are two
of the crucial skills necessary for a leader to participate in informed strategy-making processes
[37], [44], [64]. The dynamic environment also makes it necessary to attract and retain skilled
people who are willing and able to develop themselves. In this regard, such skills as emotional
intelligence, conversational competency as well as skills development are crucial [8], [5], [10],
[42], [45], [70], [72].

4.3.

Future Research Directions

Even though the current BITA literature is rich exploring various approaches and its implication
for organisations, the analysis of our review shades light on new developments that make BITA
even more important during digital transformation. The result of our review provides invaluable
insights for research and practice. Potential future research directions are included below.
Organisational structure: The importance of organisational structure for BITA is already
established in the literature [17], [35]. However, which structures are appropriate and which
factors determine the choice is not fully understood. Few studies [44], [49] have explored how
some forms of organisational structure improve BITA. Others have focused on organisations
in some sectors [17] or focusing on organisational size [8], [59]. Future studies providing a
holistic view of organisational structure and how it influences BITA across industries, or digital
transformation maturity [5] might reveal important insights.
Organisational culture: IS researchers acknowledge the association between organisational culture, BITA, and the various aspects of digital transformation (e.g., [12], [21], [24]).
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However, studies have also uncovered areas of study that need to be explored further. For
instance, Senja and Pharmasetiawan [57] argue that there is a lack of study investigating the relationship between organisational culture and the various components of BITA. A study in this
direction provides an insight helpful to improve the effectiveness of BITA for digital transformation. Gajardo and Ariel [12] also found that an innovative use of digital resources goes hand
in hand with the organisational culture, which in turn has influence on whether the organisation’s IT need is met. Thus, future studies might investigate how to instil organisational culture
promoting innovative application of new digital technologies.
External domain alignment: Besides managing the internal organisational factors, leaders have the responsibility of identifying both threats and opportunities and react accordingly
[15]. This justifies another research agenda—exploring the external digital ecosystem as well
as potential partners that can collaborate with their organisations to help them articulate and
implement the necessary changes in response to the changes in the dynamic IT and business
landscape.
Leadership skills: In addition to leaders’ skills in strategy formulation, other related issues
have also been raised in the reviewed studies. Scant studies that attempted to identify the necessary skillsets for leaders of today’s organisations do not provide a comprehensive overview.
Given the proliferation of IT and utilisation of data, leaders are expected to be adaptive to new
digital technologies [15], [33]. Future studies might explore how the roles and responsibilities of leaders, leadership styles, domain knowledge, communication skills, as well as IT cost
awareness influence BITA in organisations embarking in a digital transformation journey.

5. Conclusions
This study examined BITA’s role and the related factors that are important for digital transformation and the significance of this topic for researchers and practitioners. Based on the evaluation
of the extant literature, the result of our analysis shows that BITA remains to be an important phenomenon in the current era of digital transformation. The fact that IT is increasingly
embedded in all aspects of organisations has made it challenging to formulate IT and business
strategies. This development, coupled with the rapid emergence of digital technologies and a dynamic external environment, has made BITA a more challenging task for leaders. Even though
the significance of BITA has been recognised in the literature, recent studies (for instance [24],
[26]) pointed out the need for new insights on its role reflecting the current digital transformation arena. In response to the first research question, our findings indicate that organisations
undertaking digital transformation benefits from BITA in three ways. To start with, aligning the
overall organisation strategy with the application of new digital technologies improves the value
derived from IT and digital technologies. Second, BITA is also found to foster organisational
agility which is essential for digital transformation. Third, the result of our review also suggests
that organisations that have achieved BITA are in a position to integrate new digital technologies into existing business processes better. The evolution of BITA, along with the stages of
digital transformation discussed in the literature, point out various areas of concern related to
BITA that have significance for organisations undertaking digital transformation. In response
to the second research question, we have identified these factors which are important for digital transformation—organisational structure, organisational culture, external domain alignment,
and leadership skills. Thus, future studies need to explore how BITA is pursued by taking these
factors into consideration.
This review has some limitations related to the methodology used to identify relevant studies. The use of combinations of keywords might not have been sufficient to identify all relevant
studies. Future studies might be conducted to address these shortcomings by applying other
search methods. Practitioner outlets publishing articles on BITA and digital transformation
might be targeted to provide a better overview of the topic.
The result of this study has implications for research and practice. For research, the analysis
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of our study explored BITA’s role and the related factors that are important to the current digital
transformation. The analysis also provides an overview of prior studies along with suggestions
for future research. For practice, the findings point out the critical organisational and managerial factors that are related to BITA to be considered by organisations embarking their digital
transformation journey.
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